Subcortical somatosensory evoked potentials in patients with hepatic encephalopathy caused by severe acute hepatitis.
We studied the median nerve stimulated somatosensory evoked potentials (SEP) of 23 patients with hepatic encephalopathy (HE) resulting from severe acute hepatitis and 22 healthy volunteers. Ten patients who improved and survived more than 60 days were classified as Group 1 and the remaining 13 patients who died shortly after the SEP studies were classified as Group 2. The mean N9-N13 interpeak latencies (IPL) were not different among control and two patient groups. The mean N13-N20 IPL of Group 2 was significantly prolonged when compared with normal controls (P < 0.001) and Group 1 (P < 0.001). Five of the six patients with abnormal N13-N20 IPL died of hepatic failure within 24 h after SEP testing. The occurrence of abnormal subcortical conduction together with cortical dysfunction suggested that brain damage in terminal hepatic encephalopathy was diffuse. The presentation of abnormal prolongation of N13-N20 IPL of SEP during the course of severe acute hepatitis indicated a poor prognosis. Peripheral somatosensory conduction is unaffected even in terminal HE.